The determinants of risk disclosure in the annual reports of listed State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) have yet to be fully explored. The present study aims to examine the potential impact of the composition of the board of directors and company-specific features on risk disclosure levels. To this end SOEs in Italy are systematically investigated. Our findings show that diversity on the board does make a significant difference. They also lead to a number of insights that could be of use to practitioners, policy makers and standard setters.
INTRODUCTION
Risk may be defined as any event "affecting or potentially affecting the entity's performance and financial position" (Carlon et al. 2003:38) . The disclosure of risk is therefore an integral part of accountability. It is understandable in the wake of corporate catastrophes that there has been a growing amount of literature on the subject of risk management in general, while less attention has been given to risk disclosure in the public sector. In particular there is very little literature on risk disclosure in State-Owned enterprises (SOEs). In 2005 the OECD issued "Guidelines on Corporate Governance of SOEs" recommending that companies should disclose any material risk factors and measures taken to manage them.
The apparent neglect of risk disclosure in SOEs in subsequent literature is all the more surprising given the relative importance of these companies. In most OECD countries they account for a large part of GDP. They employ a considerable proportion of the population and offer essential services. Moreover, in Italy SOEs account for almost 35% of the capitalisation of the Italian Stock Exchange. They manage public money and pursue social goals that coexist with economic objectives (Calabrò et al., 2013; Hodget et al.,1996) . Accountability and transparency are thus desirable not only for shareholders but also for taxpayers and other stakeholders who benefit from the SOEs services (Ferguson et al., 2002 ). Yet the question of disclosure by SOEs, with their complex array of interests and objectives, somehow appears to have eluded the scrutiny of scholars (Guthrie and Farneti, 2008) . For years the focus on SOEs has been mainly on profit and the feasibility of privatization (Monteduro, 2014) with scant regard to risk disclosure. The scarcity of specific literature on this important aspect of SOEs is perplexing. The present study is carried out in response to calls for more research into the public sector (Grossi and Reichard, 2008) .
The SOE's examined are all listed on the Italian Stock Exchange. The study draws on both Agency Theory and Signalling Theory and investigates whether or not in Italy the composition and characteristics of the board of directors affect risk disclosure in SOEs, and if so, in what ways.
The study, of course, has limitations, which will be examined in some detail. However its conclusions may well be of use to policy makers and standard setters concerned with the governance of the public sector when they seek to assess the strengths and weaknesses of current governance in relation to the need for greater transparency and accountability.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 discusses the theoretical framework; Section 3 formulates the hypotheses; Section 4 outlines the research design; empirical findings and discussion are presented in Section 5; Section 6 takes stock of the results and points to the way ahead.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
This study uses the framework of Agency Theory (Jensen and Meckling 1976) as a tool with which to explore and interpret the dilemmas inherent in the structure of governance in Italian SOEs. Agency Theory is particularly useful in that it encompasses the question factors which can affect risk disclosure in these complex companies.
In Italy SOEs have mostly come into being in their present forms as a result of either market failure or socio-political factors or a combination of both. In several instances, although the State is not the majority shareholder, it reserves the right to appoint key directors and to use what is familiarly dubbed as its "golden share" to trounce any opposition to its policies. Mixed ownership inevitably leads to the existence of multiple objectives (Peda et al., 2013) . The Stateowner is called upon to manage public money in the pursuit of social goals that co-exist with economic objectives.
Agency Theory may be used to pinpoint some of the dilemmas and contradictions inherent in Italian SOEs in terms of Principal-Principal conflict and Agent-Principal conflict.
Since the State is effectively in control of the company, private shareholders are a minority (Argento et al. 2010) . The major shareholder's interest will at times be at odds with the minority's. This, in Agency Theory, constitutes a Principal-Principal conflict. There exists also a risk of appropriation of value by the majority, and an inappropriate gravitational pull on the board's decision making process (Calabrò et al., 2013) .
In addition to this, there is also likely to be an Agency-Principal conflict, as the relation between citizens and the State-owner is blurred (Broadbent and Laughlin, 2003) . From this perspective, the citizens who vote are the Principal, while the State shareholder is their Agent, since the latter acts on their behalf (Batley and Larbi, 2004) .
Here the question of moral hazard also arises. The Agent is susceptible to the pursuit of self-interest rather than the public interest (Hinna et al., 2010; Lane, 2005) . The ability of the Principal to curb opportunistic behaviour depends on how much information it has about the performance of the Agent. This is the complex situation in which the SOE's board is required to perform multiple functions: to safeguard the public interest, to guarantee protection to stakeholders and to ensure transparency and compliance with the law (Gnan et al., 2011) . In companies where the capital invested by the State comes mainly from the taxpayer, it is arguably the citizens themselves who have the greatest interest in transparent financial reporting.
Agency Theory points to greater disclosure by the board as being the way to mitigate information asymmetry and reduce moral hazard and agency costs (Verrecchia, 2001 ).
Greater disclosure would also enable the Principal to exercise ex-post assessment of the dual role (Agent/Principal) played by the State shareholder (Caba Perez and Lopez-Hernandez, 2009; Monfardini, 2010) .
Related to Agency Theory, Signalling Theory, formulated by Akerlof (1970) also points to greater disclosure being desirable. Elshandidy et al. (2013) argue that greater disclosure by the board signals greater ability to manage risk. The board is able to distinguish itself from others who may be perceived to manage risks less effectively. Thus risk disclosure maybe used by the board both to signal their company's good performance and to increase their legitimacy (Oliveira et al., 2011) .
HYPOTHESES
Several variables have been used in disclosure studies to explore the determinants of risk disclosure, including company data and characteristics such as leverage, profitability, capitalization and corporate governance attributes, including the size of the board, its composition and its diversity (e.g. Abraham and Cox, 2007; Beretta and Bozzolan, 2004; Elshandidy and Neri, 2015; Linsley and Shrives, 2006) . However, the relationship between the composition of the board and the level of risk disclosure remains under-investigated in SOEs (Allini et al., 2014) .
Board size
The size of the board is perceived as a fundamental feature that affects board's effectiveness. Jensen (1993) posits that a large board may lead to less effective coordination and decision-making while the Agency Theory argues that large boards are conducive to better monitoring. Therefore, companies with large boards are more likely to disclose more information voluntarily. Although several studies have associated large boards with greater risk disclosure (Allegrini and Greco, 2013; Elshandidy and Neri, 2015) , what empirical evidence there is appears to be inconclusive. Assuming that larger boards do not imply less effective governance mechanisms, we formulate the first hypothesis as follows:
H1. SOEs with large boards have a higher level of risk disclosure

Board meetings
One of the directors' responsibilities is attending meetings. Meetings are a key factor in a board's effectiveness (Vafeas, 1999) . Active boards meeting regularly are more likely to comply with their duties and enforce the monitoring of financial reporting. Furthermore, Chen et al., (2006) suggest that meeting more frequently reduces the risk of fraud. This is consistent with Agency Theory. Several studies have confirmed its positive impact on greater disclosure (i.e. Allegrini and Greco, 2013) . We therefore hypothesise that:
H2. SOEs with more frequent board meetings have a higher level of risk disclosure Board characteristics
Agency Theory reveals how board characteristics in terms of composition, diversity and expertise can affect its ability to carry out its duties (Fama and Jensen, 1983) .
In particular, the presence on the board of independent directors may help to reduce information asymmetry and improve the quality of financial reporting. Independent directors are usually professional people who have neither a management role nor ties to the company through business or ownership. They have a reputation for professional integrity to protect. Prior research supports their positive association with voluntary disclosure in general (e.g. Patelli and Prencipe, 2007) and with risk disclosure in particular (Abraham and Cox, 2007; Oliveira et al., 2011) . By contrast, a more recent study in the Italian setting shows no significant relation between risk disclosure and the presence of independent directors (Allini et al., 2014) .
Nevertheless, as we believe that the presence of independent directors is particularly advisable in order to reduce information asymmetry and ensure a higher level of risk disclosure, we set our third hypothesis as follows:
H3. SOEs with a higher proportion of independent directors have a higher level of risk disclosure
Multiple directorships
Agency Theory suggests a positive association between multiple boarding and effectiveness (Fama and Jensen, 1983) . Previous research hypothesizes a negative impact on the monitoring role, since board members with multiple directorships would be overcommitted (Haniffa and Hudaib, 2006) . The scant empirical literature on the subject provides mixed results. While Ferris et al. (2003) find no relationship, Fich and Shivdasani (2006) reveal that fewer but busier directors strengthen financial reporting quality and improve the effectiveness of corporate governance. Our study is the first to examine the impact of multiple directorships on risk disclosure in SOEs. We hypothesize that:
H4. SOEs with lower multiple directorships have a higher level of risk disclosure
Board diversity
Board diversity refers to the varying profiles that may exist amongst members of the board and how the variety may affect the decision-making process (Van der Walt and Ingley, 2003) .
The characteristics to be considered include: gender, age, nationality, professional experience and education.
Gender is currently the most debated diversity topic. The presence of women directors in SOEs is receiving increasing attention (Ellwood and Garcia-Lacalle, 2015) . From the Agency perspective, gender would not affect effectiveness of Board. However, conventional theory does not provide insights into how women can contribute in any distinguishing or special way to the board's effectiveness. However, considering that gender may explain differences in behaviour and skills, recent literature provides mixed results. Some studies reveal that women directors affect board decisions positively (Adams and Ferreira 2009; Nielsen and Huse 2010) .
By contrast, some studies question women's ability to contribute extra value to the board (e,g. Bianco et al., 2011) . Evidence regarding risk disclosure is very scarce; it includes Ntim et al. (2013) , who find a positive association, and Allini et al. (2014) who find a negative association.
Nevertheless, our expectation is that board gender diversity is more likely to put pressure on directors to engage in greater risk disclosure. And so, we hypothesize that:
H5. SOEs with a higher proportion of women directors have a higher level of risk disclosure.
A further aspect related to board diversity is the educational background of its members.
In the framework of the Agency Theory, diversity of educational background is perceived as ensuring better monitoring and effectiveness. Williams and O'Reilly (1998) consider both educational background and practical experience and how diversity may lead to improved disclosure. There is a scarcity of empirical evidence on the relationship between educational background and effectiveness (Güner et al., 2008) . One of the few studies carried out on the subject is by Jackson (1992) who enquires whether a background in finance influences the board decision-making process. Like Jackson we believe that specific knowledge and skills in the field of accounting and finance may support board members in the decision-making process, thus increasing their quality of risk disclosure. Hence, we hypothesise that:
H6. SOEs whose boards have a larger proportion of members with an accounting/finance educational background have a higher level of risk disclosure
The age of the directors is another feature that may affect the board's performance. One would suppose mature and aged members of corporate boards to be repositories of experience.
There is little evidence, however, that age diversity impacts corporate behaviour. An early study by Taylor (1975) shows that older directors analyse information more carefully than younger ones. By contrast, more recently, other scholars (e.g. Koufopoulos et al., 2008) have found that the higher mean age of directors provides no guarantee of contributing to greater effectiveness.
While Latif et al., (2013) find that companies with younger directors perform better than those with older ones. Assuming age to be a significant feature of board diversity to be investigated, we suggest that old directors provide experience and thus increase the effectiveness of the monitoring function and improve transparency (Kang et al., 2007) . We therefore hypothesise that:
H7. SOEs with a greater proportion of old directors have a higher level of risk disclosure
A number of control variables are included in order to isolate the effect of the above-mentioned determinants. We include ownership concentration, audit committee meetings, listing age, internet visibility, size, profitability and leverage, taking our cue from previous studies on the subject (Abraham and Cox, 2007; Elshandidy et al., 2013; Elshandidy and Neri, 2015; Khlif and Hussainey, 2014; Ntim et al., 2013) .
RESEARCH DESIGN
The present research focuses on Italy where the State has had a strong presence amongst listed companies for several decades. The Italian government began taking over companies in financial distress in the 1930s.
In spite of the large program of privatization that began in the 1990's, there is still a considerable number of SOEs. The transformation process, which is still in progress, has significantly modified their ownership structure and governance mechanisms, thus increasing complexity (Grossi and Reichard, 2008) .
Until 2007 there was no specific regulation of risk reporting.
In 2008, legislation was passed whereby information related to risks must be disclosed in the Management Commentary (MC) (Maffei, 2010) . In accordance with definitions used in Italian legislation, the defining criteria of SOEs for the present study are: 1) the Government holds more than 50% of share equity or;
2) the Government holds less than 50% but more than 20% of share equity and is entitled to appoint the majority of directors on the board. This leaves a total of 17 SOEs for our analysis.
Although relatively few in number, the SOEs in this sample represent almost 35% of the total ISE capitalization at the end of 2011.
To frame our dependent variable, we adopt the broad definition of risk disclosure formulated by Linsley and Shrives (2006: 398) A computer-based content analysis procedure is then used to generate the risk disclosure score (DS) following the method employed by Kravet and Muslu (2013) .
The procedure is as follows. The results show a wide variation in the risk disclosure score (from 2.3% to 27%), in board size (from 5 to 18 members with a mean of 10), in the number of women on boards (from 0 to 25%, with a mean of 4.17%), in CEO multiple directorships (from 0 to 12), in educational background, that is to say accounting and finance graduates on boards (from 20% to 77.78%) and in the board meetings (from 1 to 20, per year).
Descriptive analysis
The mean presence of independent directors on the board is 60%. The average age of the board members is 57 years old (48 years old for the youngest and 66 years for the oldest).
There is also a wide range of control variables. Governmental ownership varies between 30% and 88% (with a mean of 50.31%), audit committee meetings vary from min 1 to max 21 per year, the mean listing age of SOEs is 10 years (ranging from 1 to 28 years), the number of employees ranges from 74 to 44,232 with a mean of 3,263.
Italian SOEs are highly visible on the internet, a mean of approximately 70,000 Google hits being registered each year.
Most of the SOEs are making a profit. The mean ROE is 12%. There is a relatively high level of leverage, as the mean of debt on total assets ratio is 60%. There is no multi-collinearity problem because the correlations between the dependent variable and all independent variables are less than 0.70. Table 3 shows the regression results.
EMPIRICAL FINDINGS
[Insert Table 3 here]
The main findings suggest that of all the variables, only board diversity significantly affects risk disclosure by SOEs.
The coefficient of the presence of women on boards is positive and statistically significant, with p-value of 5%, suggesting that women directors improve the effectiveness of the board and enhance accountability and transparency. This is in line with results obtained by Adams and Ferreira (2009) , while it differs from Allini et al. (2014) . Therefore, we accept Hypothesis 5.
Counter-intuitively and in contrast with Jackson (1992), we find a negative association between accounting/finance education and risk disclosure, since the coefficient is -0.111, statistically significant at 5%.
As Kang et al. reported (2007) , having older directors are found to contribute to the effectiveness of the board, age being positively associated with risk disclosure, statistically significant at 10%. Hence, we reject hypothesis 6 and accept hypothesis 7.
One would expect that both seniority and educational background would have a positive impact on risk disclosure. However, the results reveal that only age has a positive impact. This suggests that older directors are more inclined to divulge information on risk and more willing to enhance transparency and to reduce information asymmetry. When considering educational background, our results are consistent with those reported by Gul and Leung (2002) indicating that graduate board directors might be aware of the consequences of risk disclosure and decide to withhold this information.
By way of contrast with previous studies on risk disclosure (e.g. Allegrini and Greco, 2013; Elshandidy and Neri, 2015; Ntim et al., 2013) , our analysis shows that the remaining variables -namely board size, board meetings, board independence and multiple directorship -have no impact on risk disclosure. For control variables, in accordance with Signalling Theory, we provide evidence that internet visibility is positively associated with risk disclosure (p-value 1%) . This suggests that Italian SOEs, which are widely scrutinised by stakeholders, are subject to public demands for accountability.
Furthermore, in line with previous studies (e.g. Khlif and Hussainey 2014; Linsley and Shrives 2006) , the results reveal that company size is related positively with risk disclosure. This association is significant at 5%, confirming that managers of large SOEs may have greater incentive to communicate risks to distinguish their company from smaller ones (Khlif and Hussainey, 2014) . In addition to this, for larger SOEs the cost of producing additional information constitutes a smaller proportion of their annual turnover, whilst small companies suffer from competitive disadvantages if they increase their disclosure levels. In contrast to previous research (e.g. Khlif and Hussainey, 2014) , we find a negative association (coefficient of -0.034) between profitability and risk disclosure with p-value at 1%. One possible interpretation is that profitable SOEs sometimes tempted to use the MC to emblazon their performance in a selfcongratulatory manner, dwelling mainly on the good news, while failing to divulge the various forms of risks. On the other hand their profitability may also be a sign that the company is operating in relatively risk-free field of activity. Finally, we do not find any association between risk disclosure and either leverage or listing age.
CONCLUSIONS
Italian listed SOEs are examined and the relationship between specific board characteristics and risk disclosure is investigated.
Agency Theory combined with the Signalling Theory is brought to bear in the formulation of several hypotheses. The most significant contribution to be derived from the results of our research is that board diversity -in terms of gender, education and age -does indeed affect risk disclosure of SOEs. We also find that company size and internet visibility are positively related, whilst profitability has a negative impact.
This research constitutes a contribution to the international debate on determinants of risk disclosure in SOEs. Data is collected empirically in what is an under-investigated field and a response is made to the call for more research into the public domain (Grossi and Reichard, 2008) .
Our paper also has several other implications. It shows that the effectiveness of governance in the practice of risk disclosure is a function of certain characteristics.
In particular the need for board diversity in SOEs should be reconsidered on account of the complexity of interests involved in their corporate governance. Namely, mechanisms related to gender, education and age diversity can offer potential benefits, while improving risk disclosure.
The Italian case may well be useful to policy makers at national and international level when they eventually review the strengths and weaknesses of current rules of public sector governance.
Our results could also offer useful insights to practitioners. If wider disclosure would improve the trust and confidence of citizens in politicians and SOEs directors, a deeper understanding of factors promoting risk disclosure would be beneficial. Good Governance in the Public Sector, further specific guidelines to enhance accountability and to promote risk disclosure by SOEs are strongly desirable.
Concerning the limitations of our study, we believe that although we have considered all the Italian listed SOEs, the sample size is still relatively small. Also our sample is limited to just four years because of the availability of data at the time of starting this project.
A further weakness may lie in the fact that the MC is a restricted corpus and some would argue by nature tendentious, and therefore is not always the best tool to identify risks that a SOE is facing.
However, at present this is the only source of information being offered to enable stakeholders to detect risks. Our paper offers avenues for future research which could lead to a more extensive transnational study on the determinants of risk disclosure in listed and unlisted SOEs. Certainly the economic consequences of risk disclosure for SOEs merit further attention. 
